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Volunteers build hope for youths in Guatemala

BY BENJI CAUTHREN, The Herald-Sun 

R. Dean Deboer wasn't planning on building homes when he visited Antigua, Guatemala, six years ago. 

He went to Central America to learn Spanish. He'd seen the influx of Latin-American neighbors to his Lockridge Community neighborhood and wanted to get to know them better. 

While in Antigua, Deboer met Patrick Atkinson, the founder of The God's Child Project. Deboer, a South Dakota native, and Atkinson, who is from North Dakota, established a rapport immediately. When Atkinson learned that
Deboer was a carpenter, he persuaded him to join his team to work on construction projects. 

The God's Child Project fosters child development by providing orphans and children from the street with food, shelter, clothing and medical care.

"I found a spirit of cooperation among the children where they are more than willing to pitch in," said Deboer. "Building simple houses for them to sleep in safely at night is a real joy because they are often just glowing with appreciation when they see it." 

Deboer was so moved by the experience that he got others to join him. 

Ed King, a friend from Pittsboro, visited Antigua for the first time in 2001. 

"Although the kids are poor as church mice and frequently orphaned and victims of street and domestic violence, they have hope for the future," he said. 

King and members of his work team from Chapel Hill established a higher education fund for the children. King returned to Antigua in 2002 to work on more houses with his sons. 

While the God's Child team taught King to mix cement and raise a roof, he came away from the experience with more valuable lessons.

"I learned that you don't have to have a lot of money to show compassion and sacrifice for others far less fortunate than you are," said King. "There is something about working in the slums of San Felipe that puts your life in sharper perspective and straightens out priorities for use of time and money." 

Vic Cocowitch, a volunteer from Chapel Hill, recalled one girl's joy when he bought her an ice cream cone. 

"It cost $1, which was very expensive for them," he said. "They could never have afforded that." 

God's Child volunteers pay from $1,200 to $1,500 to go down with a work team and live with a Guatemalan family for two weeks. The cost covers room, board, transportation and building materials. A simple home, 15 feet by 20 feet, with a window, door, cement floor and tin roof costs $650 to build.

Many volunteers stay in contact with the children they assist. Some continue to send financial support and even schedule future visits to encourage and check up on their friends. 

"I talk with the children through translators," said Cocowitch. "I send them Christmas gifts and they send me pictures." 

On one of his trips, Deboer and a friend got to know a young man who wanted to go to college. They have been sponsoring him and paying for his education, and the man is now studying physical therapy and working with handicapped children, Deboer said. 
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